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PROFESSOR TARANNE 


TRANSLATED BY 


PETER MEYER 


CHARACTERS 


(in order of their appearance) 


PROFESSOR TARANNE 
THE CHIEF INSPECTOR 
The Junior Clerk (2 man) 
THE OLD CLERK (2 woman) 
A WOMAN JOURNALIST 
FIRST GENTLEMAN 
SECOND GENTLEMAN 
A SMART WOMAN 
THIRD GENTLEMAN 
FOURTH GENTLEMAN 
THE HOTEL MANAGERESS 
FIRST POLICEMAN 
SECOND POLICEMAN 
JEANNE 


Scene I- A POLICE STATION owe cccccssseeeeee 


Scene I] =A: FOV BU. fcsedcieckiiecsssteigsteeceecbiaticaviooinateions 


Scene One 


A POLICE STATION 
In the left foreground, seated behind a desk covered with 
papers, the Chief Inspector, an elderly man, strongly built. He 
is wearing a black coat and striped trousers. Standing very 
suffly in front of the desk, Professor Taranne. About forty 


years Old. He too 1s dressed in black. 


On their right, a little to the rear, sitting astride a chair, with his 
chin resting on the back, a very dark young man, the Junior 


Clerk. 


In the left background, a woman, the Old Clerk, wearing a 
printed summer dress, checks papers, opens drawers, 


examines cards. 
On the right the stage 1s empty. 


Taranne: (gasping a little, in a single outburst). But anyway 
you know my name! I’m famous, I’m respected. You should 
know that like everyone else; in your profession, ’d even say 
better than everyone else. You know quite well this accusation 


is false. Why should I do it? The way I’ve always lived is proof 


I couldn’t descend to such behaviour. . .. And after all, a little 
common sense, please! Who on earth would take all his clothes 
off in this cold weather? (Laughing) lve no desire to be ill and 
go to bed for weeks; like all hard-working men, I’m a miser with 
my time. ... 

So do think! Can you trust the evidence of children? They 
say ... Whatever comes into their head. To make themselves 
interesting, to make people notice them, they’ll do anything. . .. 
You must know children. And I do know them. Not that I teach 
them, (importantly) !m a university professor .... But... 
(turning towards the Old Clerk who 1s still sorting her papers) . 
.. my sister has a little girl. A little girl who wants, at any price, 
to be taken seriously. You must listen to her. Listen to her! 
Besides I like her very much. I can say I like all children. But to 
go as far as believing what they say. . .. 

I was walking quietly at the edge of the lake and then suddenly 
I saw them. They were there, quite close, they surrounded me.... 
And others appeared, from everywhere at the same time. They 
all came at me. Then I began to run. I don’t know why I ran... 


. probably because I didn’t expect to see them there. 


Certainly I ran. They could have told you I ran, but that’s all. 
Look at me: do I look like a man who’s got dressed in a hurry? 


And when would I have had the time to get dressed...? 


Inspector: I’m sorry. But I’ve a report here that doesn’t agree 


at all with what you say. 


Taranne: They were running and shouting all together. 


(Quietly) As if they'd been given the cue. 
Inspector: What were they shouting? 


Taranne: (7 a shrill, little voice, and pointing his finger). 
“You'll see! You'll see!” But see what? I’ve done nothing wrong, 


and I can prove it. 
Inspector: We only want to find out the truth. 


Taranne: I am Professor Taranne, I’m famous. I have given 
a great many lectures abroad. Only recently I was invited to 
Belgium and achieved an unheard-of success. ... All the young 
people flocked to my discussions ... they fought to get a single 


sheet of paper in my handwriting... 


Inspector: (rising and putting fis hand on Professor 
Taranne’s shoulder). 1 have no doubt about your success. But 
for the moment that is not what matters. (He removes his hand. 
Pause.) We must clear up this affair to complete the report. (He 


remains standing.) 


Taranne: Report? What report? But if you make a report, 


you May cause me serious harm... compromise my career. 


Inspector: (sitting down again). Youre not the first man such 
things have happened to. (Pause.) You'll get off with a fine, that’s 
all. If you can pay it, this incident won’t have any consequences 


for you. 


Taranne: Of course I can pay. I have money. I'll sign you a 
cheque, nothing easier. (Putting his hand in his pocket.) Right 


away if you like... 


Inspector: (rising again and touching Professor Taranne’s 
arm). No, not right away. I’m only asking you to sign (pointing 
to a sheet of paper on the desk) a statement admitting that you 


were surprised naked by children just before dark. (He sits 


down again.) You can add that you didn’t know you were being 


watched. 


Taranne: I know only too well I’m being watched, peered at, 
everybody has his eyes fixed on me. Why do they look at me 
like this? I don’t look at anyone. Usually I lower my eyes. 
Sometimes even I almost close them. (Pause.) I had my eyes 


almost closed when they appeared, all of them. 
Inspector: How many were there? 


Taranne: I didn’t count them; I didn’t have time. (P2use.) 
Why do you ask me that? I’ve told you who I am. That should 


be enough for you ... I can’t believe you’ve never heard of me. 
Inspector: (/aughing). Ym sorry. 


Taranne: And so you should be. You ought to know who 
you're dealing with. (Vehemently.) Once again, how can you 
trust the prattle of children? What proof is there that the girl, 
who came here to tell you all this, was really present ... at the 
scene? Other children must have told it her the way they do and 
she changed it again, transformed it, perhaps without even 


realizing. (Pause.) Yes, of course that’s what happened. Besides, 


it’s quite simple, you’ve only to send for people who know me. 
I can give you their names and credentials. They'll bear witness 
to my character .. . and my reputation. (Pause.) Make them 
come here, all of them ! Anyone you like, anyone! And you’ll 


see.... 


A Journalist enters right, a fair woman, middle-aged, neither 
ugly nor pretty, her har cut in an Eton crop. She 1s wearing a 


pleated skirt and short-sleeved blouse. 


Journalist: You haven’t seen a gentleman who’s very tall and 
well-built? He always holds his glasses in his hand. He arranged 


to meet me here.... 


Junior Clerk: No, Madam, no one’s been here, except 


(pointing to Professor Taranne) the Professor. 
Professor Taranne gives a start. 


Taranne: (approaching the Journalist). | think we’ve already 
met. ... If I remember correctly, you have recently published a 
thesis... (arning towards the Junior Clerk) ... a thesis which is 


quite remarkable. 


Journalist: (unembarrassed, as she’s walking). You must have 
made a mistake. I’m a journalist: (70 the Junior Clerk.) How hot 


itis in here! You couldn’t let a little air inP 
Junior Clerk: With pleasure. 


He rises, but the Old Clerk has anticipated him and goes 
through the action of opening the window at the back. He sits 
down again and takes up his old position, his chin resting on 
the back of his chatr. 


Taranne: (to the Journalist). Allow me to introduce myself_ 


Journalist: (turning her back on him and going towards the 
Chief Inspector who 1s still writing). Really, men have no 
imagination. When they want to accost a woman, they’ve always 


met her somewhere. 


The Inspector laughs gently as he goes on writing. The 


Journalist goes to the window at the back. 


The Ist and 2nd Gentlemen enter right, in winter overcoats, 
very busy. The 1st Gentleman carries a leather briefcase. They 
are obviously continuing a conversation which has already 


begun. 


1st Gentleman (C0 the Second). I did tell you not to trust him. 


Taranne (hesitates and then approaches the Two 
Gentlemen). ’m so glad to meet you. You can do me ... a 


service. 


The two men look at each other, taken aback; they think 


Professor Taranne 1s mad. 
1st Gentleman: (co/d/y). I don’t know you, sir. 


2nd Gentleman makes a gesture with his hand, meaning: 


"Neither do I.” 
Taranne: What? But I’ve seen you so often at my lectures. ... 


2nd Gentleman: We don’t go to any lectures. (Laughing:) 
We’ve passed the age for examinations. (To the Ist Gentleman, 


umportantly.) He must be forced to change his programme. 


The Ist Gentleman takes the arm of the 2nd. They walk up 
and down Ike sentries. 
Taranne: (following them). But, gentleman, you can’t not 


recognise me, it’s impossible. lam... Professor Taranne. 


1st Gentleman: (s/ow/ly as if trving to remember). Taranne? 
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2nd Gentleman: (pointedly turning his back on Taranne and 
taking the Ist Gentleman by the arm). In any case you can rely 


on my co-operation. 


Taranne: (stammering). Please, gentlemen, do make an 
effort, just a tiny effort. And perhaps ... in less than a minute, 


youll cry out—(Happily.) Why, it’s Taranne! 


2nd Gentleman: (shrugging his shoulders). You can see we’re 


busy. 
The Professor stands bewildered. 


1st Gentleman: (to the 2nd, taking him by the arm). It’s time 


to take action. 
They take a few steps. 


Taranne: (going towards the Chief Inspector, who 1s still 
sitting at his desk). 1 can’t understand it. Because after all, quite 
apart from my honours ... my work ... I’ve a face you don’t 


forget once you've seen it. 


Inspector: Of course. 
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Taranne: It’s true that in the meantime I’ve made a long trip 


abroad. 
Inspector: I know. A trip which was a very great success. 


Taranne: An extraordinary success. And I must go there 
again very soon. (Pause.) Abroad, the problems that interest me 
are examined much more seriously. They are given an 


importance they don’t always have here, that I must say. 


The Chiet Inspector does not move. Professor Taranne 
amidly approaches the Two Gentlemen again. The Junior 
Clerk, who has remained in the same position, seems to have 


fallen asleep. The Old Clerk 1s still checking papers. 


Journalist: (leaving the window and going to meet the Two 


Gentlemen). But I didn’t recognise you. Really, I do apologise, 
2nd Gentleman: The way one meets people! 
Taranne: I’ve often noticed... 


2nd Gentleman: (fo the Ist Gentleman, once again turning 
tus back on Professor Taranne). 1 consider it important to act 


quickly. 
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They walk up and down. 


Journalist: It’s the matter you spoke to me about the other 


day? 
Ist Gentleman (laughing). We can’t hide anything from you. 


A Smart Woman enters, elderly, wearing dark clothes and a 
hat with a small veil, accompanied by the 3rd and 4th 
Gentlemen, both tall and well dressed, their hair greying at the 


temples. 
2nd Gentleman: What a surprise! 
General handshaking. 


Journalist: (playfully, to the 3" Gentleman). How small the 


world is! 


3rd Gentleman: (turning towards the Smart Woman and the 
4th Gentleman, 1n a low voice). She’s a journalist and works so 


hard. You meet her everywhere, even in university precincts! 


General handshaking. Professor Taranne gives a start and 


approaches. 
Ath Gentleman: I read your last article. Congratulations! 
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Smart Woman: (serious/y) Talking of universities . . . last 
week I attended a lecture which particularly interested me. 
(Suddenly noticing Professor Taranne) But I’m not dreaming, 
it’s ... (To Professor Taranne) Professor, I never dared hope for 


such luck. I was just talking about you. 
Taranne: (stuttering with emotion). ’'m delighted. . .. 


Smart Woman: Professor, allow me to introduce you to my 


friends. (Pointing to Professor Taranne) Professor Menard. 
Taranne: (crushed). I.... 


The Chief Inspector arranges the papers on his desk, rises, 
puts on his overcoat, and goes out left. No one seems to see 
fim go. 
4th Gentleman: (a/most shouting, leaning towards the Smart 


Woman). Come now! That isn’t Professor Menard. He’s rather 


like him, but Professor Menard is much taller, well-built. . .. 


8rd Gentleman: He holds his glasses in his hand. . . like he 


does. (Laughing.) But apart from that! 
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Taranne: (stammering). 1... am Professor Taranne... You 


must... of course know my work. 
Smart Woman: Taranne? 


The 38rd and 4th Gentlemen make a movement of the hand, 
meaning: “We don't know him either.” The Junior Clerk rises, 
puts fus chair near the desk, and goes out left. No one seems 


to see him go. 


Taranne: (stuttering). You amaze me. . .. Especially because 
I know Professor Menard . . . and particularly admire him and 
... for his part ... he has the greatest (Ais voice fills with despair) 


respect for me. 


Professor Taranne has spoken to the empty air; no one was 
Iistening. The Smart Woman takes the arm of the 3rd and 4th 
Gentlemen. Slowly they take a few steps. The Old Clerk, who 
has finished her work, puts on her over coat, and goes out Ieft, 


once again without anyone seemung to notice. 
Journalist: (in the wings). | must be going now. 


She waves her hand in farewell and goes out right. 
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2nd Gentleman: (putting his hand on the Ist Gentleman’s 
shoulder). Vhis imposture must cease now. Immediately! We’ll 


put things right. 


Smart Woman: (to the 4th Gentleman) Shall we go? We’re 
not going to stay here for ever (suddenly very serious) like 


criminals. . .. 


The Smart Woman and the 3rd and 4th Gentlemen go out 
right. Professor Taranne takes a step towards them, but very 
quickly stops and Jeans unsteadily on a chaur; then he suddenly 
nouces the absence of the Chief Inspector and the Clerks and 


begins to run. He goes out right. 


Taranne: (offstage) Excuse me... but I wanted to ask you if 
you'd seen the Inspector or one of the clerks. . .. It’s most 
annoying. I should have signed my statement... and ... I 
haven’t. (Terrified.) But they can’t have left, one of us would 


have seen them. I don’t understand.... 


The Manageress enters left. She moves the chairs and desk a 


Iittle, takes away the files and brings in a board with keys on it, 
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which she hangs on the wall backstage right. The scene now 


represents a Hotel Office. 
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Scene Two 


A HOTEL 


Professor Taranne 1s walking up and down. 


Taranne: Still nobody! How infuriating! The manageress has 
gone for a walk ... as usual. The way she behaves, she’d do better 
to give notice, it would be more honest... .. (Pause.) All the same 


Id like to know if there are any letters for me. 
Two Polcemen enter right: commonplace appearance. 
Who are you? What do you want? There’s no one in the office. 


1st Policeman: We’re looking for someone called. . .. (He 


pulls a document from his pocket) 
2nd Policeman: Taranne. 
Taranne: You mean—Professor Taranne. 


1st Policeman: (pointing to a document in his hand). Vhe 


profession’s left blank. 


Taranne: That’s most annoying. Because how can I be sure 


I’m the man you’re looking for? 
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The Policemen laugh. 
I am Professor Taranne, I have a chair at the University. . .. 
The Policemen move towards him. 


What’s the matter? ’ve done no harm to anyone. (Laughing.) 


My conscience 1s clear. 


1st Policeman: You’ve committed an offence against the 


regulations. 
Taranne: Explain what you mean.... 


2nd Policeman: Nothing we’d like better, but you’re 


interrupting us. 


1st Policeman: The offence you’ve committed Is a very small 


one. You'll be let off with a warning. 
Taranne: Once again IJ insist on knowing what this 1s all about. 


[st Policeman: Stop worrying. Who’s never been 


summonsed some time or other? 


Taranne: (after a silence, as if taking a heroic decision). Oh, 


Isee. Youre not up to date. But I’ve just come straight from the 
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police station. I’ve signed the necessary papers. Witnesses have 
stood surety for my good behaviour. The affair is settled. 
Anyhow you must realise that; as I’m here, before you, at liberty; 
and I must explain... 

Your department’s very badly organised, I must say. Because 
after all, what I’m telling you now, you should know. It’s the only 


conclusion I can draw. 


2nd Policeman: You’re making a mistake. We’re not 
attached to the local station here. It’s about a different crime that 


we’ve been sent to question you. 
Taranne: Once again, what do you mean.... 


1st Policeman: You're accused of leaving paper lying about... 


in bathing cabins. 


2nd Policeman: You think you can do anything you like. 


From now on you'll know you must leave the cabins clean. 


Taranne: (aggressively) You have the wrong man. It so 
happens I didn’t. . . take a cabin, either yesterday or .. . the 
other day, and those are the only times I’ve bathed recently. 


(Pause.) Of course, I usually take a cabin. I hate undressing on 
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the beach where everyone can see me. And all the precautions 
you have to surround yourself with. If you don’t want to be 
exposed to indiscreet staring, all these precautions tire me out; 
what’s more they make me lose time I’d rather employ 
(aughing) in something . . . more useful. (Waking a vague 
gesture.) It’s .. . such a business lowering your trousers after 
hurriedly tying your shirt around your belt; it might fall down, 
you have to be careful. (Pause.) You'll tell me you can always go 
behind the cabins, but there the sand’s never changed and it’s 


so dirty ... I hesitate to go there. 


1st Policeman: (offering Professor Taranne the document he 
1s holding) All right. We’re only asking you to make the 
following statement: I swear I haven’t occupied a bathing cabin 


since the... so and so, and add your signature. It’s not difficult. 


2nd Policeman: After “since the so and so,” you can add, if 


it’s night and you'd like to, “that’s because I had no money.” 


Taranne: It’s true, I had no money ... on me. That can 
happen to anyone, leaving your money at home. Of course it 
may seem odd that the same thing should happen again a few 


days later. But if you really think about it, that’s a most 
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superficial view. .. . Things always happen in series. It’s strange, 
but... it’s a fact. Yes, last ttme I went to the beach, I forgot my 
money again... 

You'll tell me I could have gone back for it, retraced my steps. 
But that I cannot do, I never have been able to. To go along a 
road with the thought of having to go along it again, see all the 
details afresh, I haven’t the strength to. (Changing his tone.) 
Besides, generally speaking, I don’t like walking. I can’t work 


while I walk. 


2nd Policeman: (taking a notebook out of his pocket) Do you 


recognise this? 


Taranne: But that’s my notebook. . .. How have you got it? 
Answer me. I order you to answer me. I always have it on me, 
I’m never without it. I note in it all the ideas that come to me in 
the course of the day, ideas I develop later. ... No, you won’t 
find the full text of a single one of my lectures. (Laughing.) The 
whole notebook wouldn’t be big enough. .. . My lectures are 
long, very long. A friend once assured me that nothing so long 
is delivered in any University. ’'m entitled to several hours 


continuously. . .. Sometimes even, I’m on the rostrum till late 
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at night... . While I’m speaking, the lamps are lit and through 
the open doors new students never cease to enter. Naturally I 
don’t much like that, because of the noise, the chairs they move. 
... But during the day a lot of people have jobs they can’t get 
away from, however much they want to. . . . You must put 
yourself in their place. Especially as my teaching doesn’t suffer 
from this state of affairs. My lectures are subdivided in such a 
way that you can easily follow one part without necessarily 
having heard what has gone before... . It’s not that I repeat 
myself, no. But at the beginning of each. . . part, I summarise 
what I’ve said before, and this summary, far from being useless, 


sheds new light on the question I’m dealing with. 


1st Policeman: In your notebook there are several pages in a 


handwriting which isn’t yours. 


2nd Policeman: (holding out the notebook to Professor 


Taranne without giving it to him) Here for instance. 


The two Policemen close in on Protessor Taranne. 
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Taranne: (leaning over his notebook, which the 2nd 
Policeman 1s still holding) But no, look, it is me, it 1s. I recognise 


it plainly. My writing’s so individual! 
2nd Policeman: Then read us what you’ve written. 


Taranne: (trying to decipher the page he 1s shown) \ want . .. 
would... wish. ... It’s a fact, I find it difficult to decipher. But 
that doesn’t prove anything. When you write very quickly, as 
you walk, for example, and I often write as I walk, it does 


happen that you can’t read it. 


1st Policeman: The author of a notebook ought to be able to 


complete what he finds hard to read ... in his own notebook. 
2nd Policeman: It looks as though.... 


Taranne: (terrified) | wanted to steal someone else’s writing? 


But why? For what reason? 
1st Policeman: (/aughing) I don’t know. To change some of.... 
Taranne: (stretching out his hand) Please, give it back to me. 
The 2nd Policeman fides the notebook behind his back. 


1st Policeman: Not so fast! 
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2nd Policeman: One more question. Why are the pages at 
each end of the book the only ones written on? The pages in 


the middle are.... 


Taranne: The pages in the middle? No, I don’t believe it. A 
long time ago, I completely filled this notebook. It’s ... a very 
old book I took to read again, to look for some facts I needed. 
I remember ... I wrote on every page, even in the margins. You 
must have noticed. It’s all been filled by me, by me, do you 


hear? 
2nd Policeman: (giving him the notebook) See for yourself. 
1st Policeman: You haven’t used all the pages yet, that’s all. 
Taranne: Yes, it’s true... there’s a gap. A gap in the middle! 
2nd Policeman: (/aughing) That’s what we told you. 


Taranne: I'll explain. ... It’s very simple. . . . Sometimes I 
open my notebooks at one end, sometimes at the other. ... You 
understand... . Oh, I can see your objections. You’re going to 
say “But then why is it always written in the same direction? If 
you d started at both ends, we wouldn’t be able to read it straight 


through.” Of course. ... Only I pay attention... . 
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The two Policemen go out right. Taranne does not notice 


them go and continues to speak. 


Obviously I could have taken care not to jump pages, and ..... 
this wouldn’t have happened. . . . But you see I’m absent- 
minded. .. . Many scholars, seekers after knowledge, are. .. . 
Why, nearly all of them are, it’s well-known. (Laughing). There 


are stories about it. 
Suddenly noticing he’s alone, he goes out quickly right. 


(offstage). Wait... I haven’t signed my statement. You haven’t 
even given me a pen, and I haven’t one on me. . .. Upstairs, I 
left it upstairs! But I couldn’t go and get it. ... I don’t know why, 
my key isn’t on the board, and the Manageress gone out as 


usual! Do you hear me? ... (Shouting.) Hello! 


After a moment, he enters again right, the notebook still in his 


hand. 


(walking). 1 don’t understand why they’ve left like this, 
without saying anything. They come, and go... they think it’s 
quite natural to disturb a man who’s working, and needs a little 


quiet to put his work in order. 
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He takes a few steps. The Manageress enters left, carrying 


under her arm an immense roll of paper. 
(going towards her). Are there any letters for me? 


Manageress: No, Professor, only this. I was asked to give it to 


you immediately. 
She holds out the roll of paper. 
Taranne: (aking it) Vhank you. 


The Manageress goes out. Professor Taranne places the note 
book on the desk, kneels down and unrolls the paper in the 

middle of the stage. It 1s a gigantic map with a plan, drawn in 
Indian ink. Professor Taranne on fis knees leans over the 


map. 


(stammering). There must be a mistake. This certainly can’t 
be addressed to me. ... Yet, Professor Taranne, it really 1s for 


me, there’s no doubt about it. (Shouting.) Madam! 
The Manageress enters lett. 
Manageress: You called me, Professor? 
Taranne: (rising) Who brought you this map? 
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Manageress: I found it on the desk, when I came in. There 
was a piece of paper attached and on it was written : to be given 


to Professor Taranne immediately. That’s all I know. 


The Manageress goes out lett. 

Professor Taranne kneels again in front of the map and 
studies it. Jeanne enters right, a dark young woman with 
regular features and an even voice. She shows no surprise and 
goes round the map to avoid walking on it. She stops on the 


other side of the map on the left of the stage. 
Jeanne: It’s nice here. 


Taranne: Jeanne, the most extraordinary things are 


happening to me. 


Jeanne: Extraordinary! Are you sure? According to you, 


everything’s always extraordinary. (Laughing.) What a brother I 


have! 
Taranne: Listen to me carefully. . .. ?ve just been brought... 
this map... . It’s the plan of the dining-room on a ship where I 


seem to have booked a passage. Only you see, I haven’t booked 


a passage on a ship. ... 


28 


Jeanne: (kneels and Jeans over the map) Yo judge from this 


plan, it’s a large, beautiful dining-room. 
Taranne: Yes, it is large. 


Jeanne: I’ve often admired photographs of the President 
Welling in travel agencies. It’s certainly the fastest, most 


luxurious liner there 1s. 


Taranne: That may be. The fact remains that I haven’t 


booked a passage on this ship, or any other, and so.... 


Jeanne: (/eaning further over, her hand flat on the map) What 
are you complaining about? You’ve been highly honoured. 
(Pointing to a place on the map.) You see, the cross there, that’s 


your place. You’re at the captain’s table, and in the centre too. 


Taranne: None of that explains why I should have booked a 
passage on a liner. To go where? You don’t go to Belgium by 


liner, as far as I know. 


Jeanne: To have given you such a good place, they must know 


who you are. 
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Taranne: Of course. .. . It’s not by chance they’ve put me at 
the Captain’s table, next to the most important people. ... But 
I have no intention of going so far away. I have no reason to. 


I’ve nothing to go for ... or to fear. 


Jeanne: (rises and holds herself very upright) You must have 
taken your ticket one day when you were tired through working 
too hard. And now yourre not so tired and you’ve forgotten you 


took it. 
Taranne: (absently) Perhaps. 


Jeanne: Yes, it does happen that people do things they forget 
later. Often I can’t find my combs and I have them in my hair. 
It’s funny, you’re a little annoyed for the moment and then you 


laugh. ... (She laughs; then seriously.) J have a letter for you. 
Taranne: (very quickly) From Belgium? 


Jeanne: I don’t know. There’s a statue on the stamp, and 


some writing. 
Taranne: You have the letter? 


He goes towards Jeanne, walking round the map. 


30 


Jeanne: (taking the letter out of her pocket) Above the statue 


is written (reading) Territory of Independence. 


Taranne: There’s no such writing on any stamp! (Stretching 


out his hand.) Give it to me. 


Jeanne: (showing him the letter without giving it to him) You 


see, next to it there’s another stamp with a lion. 
Taranne: Yes, the royal lion of Belgium! 


Jeanne: I had to pay a surcharge. (Laughing) ’'ve completely 


emptied my purse. 


Taranne: It’s just as I thought. The Rector’s letter at last. 


(Pause) Give it to me. Why won’t you give it to me? 
Jeanne: I wanted to read it to you. 
Taranne: Give it to me. 
He wants to take the letter, but Jeanne resists. 
Jeanne: (offering him the letter) As you wish! 
Taranne: No, read it. 


Jeanne sits on the edge of the desk and opens the envelope. 
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Professor Taranne remains standing, next to her. 


Jeanne: (reading in a neutral voice which she retains unti the 
end of the play) “Sir, your last letter showed evidence of 


” 


impatience which, I must confess, surprised me... . 


Taranne: (frightened) I knew it. I’ve been clumsy, I’ve 


annoyed him. ... 


Jeanne: (reading) “However, I thought that by drawing your 
attention to my wife’s state of health, I had sufficiently explained 


the reason for my delay in answering you. ...” 


Taranne: Of course, I should have asked him for news of his 
wife. But he might have put himself in my place. In my letter I 
spoke of questions I have particularly at heart. It’s not so easy to 
pass from one subject to another. [Pause.) Oh well, yes, I did 


forget his wife. 


Jeanne: (reading) “Under these conditions I cannot possibly 


make the arrangements which your second visit would require... 


Taranne: So he thinks he’s irreplaceable. .. . There are other 


people just as capable of making the arrangements as he 1s... . 
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Other people would be happy to do me a service, take all the 


necessary steps. 


Jeanne: (reading) “I must also tell you I was surprised to learn 
that on your last visit you had neglected to inform the Secretariat 
of the exact hours of your lectures, thereby inconveniencing 
your colleagues, who had to change their timetables at the last 


moment....” 
Taranne: But they were delighted! 


Jeanne: (reading) “I have also learnt that your discussions 


were prolonged beyond the time permitted....” 


Taranne: I only prolonged my lectures because the wealth of 


subject matter forced me to ... I couldn’t do anything else.... 


Jeanne: (reading) “Finally ve been told that your students’ 
attention abated considerably; some of them went so far as to 


talk out loud and left the hall before you had finished.” 


Taranne: Who has dared to tell him such lies? And how can 
he be as credulous as this? 
It’s absurd! If the hall had emptied while I was lecturing, I’d 


have seen it, I’d have stopped.... Now, I never stopped_ On the 
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contrary I spoke continuously, and without lowering my voice. 
(Pause.) I never lowered my voice for a moment. 

I know some students happened to leave before the end. But 
that’s because they had a train to catch. They came from another 
town, specially to hear me, and that was the only train there was. 
... These students can’t be blamed in any way, any way at all... 

As for the murmurs that arose once at the back of the hall, I 
know what provoked them . . . some girls had to silence two or 
three young men who were sitting behind them and shouting 
“What clear thinking! What powerful reasoning!” I’m not angry 
with them : they were conscientiously taking notes. It’s 


absolutely normal that they should insist on silence. 


Jeanne: (reading) “All this would be of little importance, if 
only the interest of your lectures could not be questioned, but 
that is not the case. Your recent expositions have seemed to me 


most uneven...” 


Taranne: Uneven ! Easy to say! As if you could always go 
straight to the point! As if there were no questions you have to 
explore more than others, because they concern you personally, 


touch you.... 
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He taps his chest with his finger. 


Jeanne: (reading) “Certain points did interest me. But I 
should have liked to see them developed with more precision, 
and, I may say, with more honesty. The ideas you express 
remind me rather too much of Professor Menard’s, which are 
already so highly esteemed. Not that I make the slightest 
reservation about these ideas. On the contrary, I think they 
deserve the greatest attention. But how could you neglect to 
indicate your references, and so present, as the result of your 
personal research, the reproduction of a work which we all 


know and admire....” 


Taranne: (leaning defeated on the table, and stammering) It’s 
not true.... It’s not true. ... We had the same ideas at the same 


moment. These things happen. It’s not the first time. 


Jeanne: (reading) “I should not perhaps have informed you 
of my impressions, if I had not received letters from various 
sources, pointing out what I must really call your lack of 


delicacy.” 
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Taranne: (standing up straight, with a start) Vhey’ve written 
to him, all of them! I knew they would. I watched them carefully. 
While I was speaking, they were yapping. (Shouting in a shrill 
voice.) “He’s stolen Professor Menard’s spectacles. He does 
everything like Professor Menard. Pity he’s smaller than he is.” 
And I don’t know what nonsense.... 

If only they’d had the courage to get up and say to my face 
the things they whisper so cravenly, then I should have risen and 
I should have said (with an orator’s gesture, raising his voice): 


Gentlemen.... 


Jeanne: (reading) “As a result of the facts I have mentioned, 
I cannot invite you to our next congress. 
“Believe me, I am sorry to have to change the opinion I had 


formed of you.” 


Jeanne rises, puts the letter quietly on the desk and gets ready 
to go out. Professor Taranne clutches at the desk to avoid 


falling. 


Taranne: Why tell me this now, after all these years? Why 
hasn’t he told me sooner? Why haven’t they all, told me? 


Because it’s obvious! You can see it at once! 
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While Professor Taranne 1s talking, Jeanne carefully walks 


round the map and goes out slowly right. 


After his last sentence, Professor Taranne turns towards the 


map and looks at it for a Jong time. 


The Manageress enters left. Without looking at Professor 
Taranne, she picks up the few olyects which constitute the 
decor (chairs, etc.) and carries them into the wings. The stage 


remains bare. 


Only the notebook and the letter which the Manageress has 
dropped, are lying on the ground. Professor Taranne has 
noticed nothing. When the Manageress has gone, he takes the 
map, goes mechanically to the back of the stage and looks for a 
place to hang it. A device 1s already installed. By standing on 
uptoe, he succeeds in hanging the map on the wall. The map 1s 


a large expanse, grey, uniform, absolutely empty. 


Professor Taranne, his back to the audience, looks at it for a 


long moment, then very slowly begins to take off his clothes. 


CURTAIN 
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